•246                    Believers in OSSIAN.               [A.D. 1775.
Johnson's grateful acknowledgements of kindnesses received in the course of this tour, completely refute the brutal reflections which have been thrown out against him, as if he had made an ungrateful return ; and his delicacy in sparing in his book those who we find from his letters to Mrs. Thrale were just objects of censure1, is much to be admired. His candour and amiable disposition is conspicuous from his
' Certain it is that these poems are in every body's mouth in the Highlands, have been handed down from father to son, and are of an age beyond all memory and tradition. Adam Smith told me that the Piper of the Argyleshire militia repeated to him all those which Mr. Macpherson had translated. We have set about a subscription of a guinea or two guineas apiece, in order to enable Mr. Macpherson to undertake a mission into the Highlands to recover this poem, and other fragments of antiquity.' Mason's Gray, ii. 170. Hume changed his opinion. ' On going to London,' writes Dr. A. Carlyle (Auto. p. 276),' he went over to the other side, and loudly affirmed the poems to be inventions of Macpherson. I happened to say one day, when he was declaiming against Macpherson, that I had met with nobody of his opinion but William Caddel of Cockenzie, and President Dun-das, which he took ill, and was some time of forgetting/ Gibbon, in the Decline and Fall (vol. i. ch. vi.), quoted Ossian, but added :—' Something of a doubtful mist still hangs over these Highland traditions; nor can it be entirely dispelled by the most ingenious researches of modern criticism.' On this Hume wrote to him on March 18,1776:—'I see you entertain a great doubt with regard to the authenticity of the
poems of Ossian----Where a supposition is so contrary to common
sense, any positive evidence of it ought never to be regarded. Men run with great avidity to give their evidence in favour of what flatters their passions and their national prejudices. You are therefore over and above indulgent to us in speaking of the matter with hesitation.1 Gibbon's Misc. Works, i. 225. So early as 1763 Hurne had asked Dr. Blair for ' proof that these poems were not forged within these five years by James Macpherson. These proofs must not be arguments, but testimonies.' J. H. Burton's Hume, i. 466. Smollett, it should seem, believed in Ossian to the end. In Humphry Clinker, in the letter dated Sept. 3, he makes one of his characters write :—' The poems of Ossian are in every mouth. A famous antiquarian of this country, the laird of Macfarlane, at whose house we dined, can repeat them all in the original Gaelic.' See Boswell's Hebrides, Nov. 10.
1 I find in his letters only Sir A. Macdonald (ante, ii. 181) of whom this can be said.
conduct,of liberty, for so rude a beast as an Englishman ; who is a man, a bad animal too, corrupted by above a century of licentiousness.' Ib. p. 434.
